The main reason for the decline of craft guilds in Antwerp should not be sought in the labour market but rather in the product market. Apprenticeship systems, master pieces, and trademarks were conducive to a labour market monopsony but at the same time to the representation of product quality. On the one hand, product quality was legitimized through the superior manual skills of masters; on the other, it was objectified through the attribution of quality marks to the characteristics of the raw material used. This strategy was successful for the sale of the durable, expensive, luxury products Antwerp was renowned for until the first half of the seventeenth century, but economic elites and customers stopped favouring corporative regulations when demand shifted towards less expensive and more fashionable products. As guild-based skills were not necessarily superior in reality, and consumer loyalty ultimately depended upon the masters' trustworthiness, the craft guilds were bound to lose credibility.
I N T R O D U C T I O N
The last few decades have seen a dramatic shift in our view of early modern craft guilds, especially with regard to insights about their economic functioning. Most scholars now agree that guilds were not monopolistic in the modern sense of that term. 1 Instead of exclusive and rent-seeking cartels, they are seen now as conducive to economic growth. On the labour market, restricting the group of employers eligible to use skilled labour (installing a ''labour-market monopsony'') encouraged masters to invest in training and promoted the formation of human capital. 2 On the product evaded guild regulations relating to workshop size and apprenticeship terms -redirecting production to the countryside or the city's suburbs. 10 This, of course, conflicts with perceiving guilds as institutions that encouraged investments in human capital and product innovation rather than as monopolistic and rent-seeking cartels. Questions arise as to when, why, and for whom craft guilds were (perceived as being) superfluous or cumbersome.
From an ideological perspective, eighteenth-century guilds appeared in the context of an opposition of local political forces against both the growing impact of state formation and the economic rationale of enlightened reformers. 11 Whether French or Scottish, the reformers in question were not only associated with labour-market flexibility and economies of scale, they referred to a common good that surpassed the city the guilds were imbedded in. Yet, instead of seeing this in a framework of politics versus economics, we should focus upon the cultural and ideological motivations of both the guild boards and their opponents. While state formation was certainly an important aspect of the rising opposition to city-based corporative regulations, the declining power of guilds to legitimize their ''privileges'' against the claims of other (economic) actors is in need for a more comprehensive analysis.
In my opinion, the answer lies in the relationship between economic and cultural factors. Although ''honour'', ''status'', and ''privilege'' have long been associated with corporative inertia, market segmentation, and an intransigent society of orders, cultural factors are beginning to explain how guilds encouraged economic growth. Trust and reputation, for example, are seen as incentives for fulfilling contracts and social networks as important assets in making information available and reliable. 14 However, considered from a broader perspective -including the perception of skills and product quality -cultural factors may also explain the eventual demise of craft guilds.
In this article -analysing the regulations of a sample of guilds, 15 followed by a comparison with recent literature on changing consumer preferences -I shall argue that the decline of the Antwerp craft guilds should be understood from the perspective of the cultural value (standards, conventions) attributed to their products. In the first section, the role of labour-market regulations will be reconsidered. Far from seeing increasing quantities of cheap and unskilled labour ''flooding'' the market and overwhelming traditional guild regulation, 16 it is proposed here that craft guilds, in fact, struggled with problems related to the ''reproduction'' of 15. Carpenters, cabinetmakers, gold and silversmiths, tinsmiths and plumbers, tanners and shoemakers, and (to a lesser degree) cloth dressers and diamond cutters will be examined in detail. Other crafts will be included via existing studies, the most important of which are Alfons K.L. Thijs, Van ''werkwinkel'' tot ''fabriek''. De textielnijverheid te Antwerpen (einde 15de-begin 19de eeuw) (Brussels, 1987) for the textile sector, and Harald Deceulaer, Pluriforme patronen en een verschillende snit. Sociaal-economische, institutionele en culturele transformaties in de kledingsector in Antwerpen, Brussel en Gent, 1585-1800 (Amsterdam, 2001) for the garment industry. As they were in the vanguard in institutionally substituting the apprenticeship system (by the Medical College in 1621 and by the Art Academy in 1663), the medical professions and artistic trades will be considered as well. See Bert De Munck, ''Le produit du talent ou la production de talent? La formation des artistes à l'Académie des beaux-arts à Anvers aux adequate numbers of new journeymen and even masters, suggesting that the attractiveness of craft guilds was becoming problematic.
In the second section the focus shifts from labour-market regulations to the apprenticeship system and its relation to skills. In theory, apprenticeship could both produce superior technical skills and enhance product quality, but examining guild ordinances closely reveals other features. The apprenticeship system (i.e. a fixed duration and the obligation to make a master piece) first of all defined who was authorized to make the product involved. This is, of course, related to product quality, but in the third section we will see that product quality was not directly related to the superior technical abilities of guild-based artisans (those having finished an apprenticeship term and having successfully completed and submitted a master piece). Product quality was rather objectified via quality marks referring to the quality of the raw materials used and, therefore, to the individual master's trustworthiness and integrity.
Nor were the manual skills of guild-based artisans in themselves verifiably superior: the claim to craftsmanship was in fact a representational asset. As a result, the apprenticeship system, of which the right to use a trademark was the defining outcome, should be understood as a system for legitimizing the social status of ''mastership''. Master status was essential for defining product quality, but at the same time it enabled small and large masters alike to preserve the status and market value of their manual skills and -in the end -to legitimize their labour-market monopsony.
This strategy proved feasible in situations where a burgeoning demand existed for high value-added products, and where customers appreciated the need for detailed information on the ''quality'' and ''craftsmanship'' embodied in complex pieces of work -as was the case in Antwerp until the first half of the seventeenth century. 17 When consumer demand shifted to cheaper and more fashion-sensitive products during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 18 however, this approach became more difficult to maintain. As cheaper substitutes increasingly permeated the markets, the importance assigned by merchants, retailers, and consumers to both the quality of the raw materials used and the level of manual skills became less critical. At the same time, state formation must have complicated perpetuating the distinction between guild-based (and thus city-based) products from others. New, often imported, products supplied by merchants and retailers demonstrated the growing appeal of effective product design in combination with low prices, two areas where guilds unquestionably compared poorly with their competitors. As a result, in addition to guild-based masters losing market power, many merchants were no longer inclined to use the craft guilds to achieve their aims. As a result, the corporative privileges or monopolies were soon perceived as untenable. All this will be examined for Antwerp, a pivotal city in the shift of the economic centre of gravity from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic. Recent scholarship has suggested that craft guilds and merchant capitalism were far from mutually exclusive, and that urban craft guilds responded rather successfully to ''proto-industrialization'' within the countryside through a combination of product innovation and monopolistic competition. 19 Yet the decline of the guilds in the southern Netherlands has yet to be re-examined in light of the new scholarship. Their eventual abolition often continues to be attributed to internal sclerosis, reflected in their abortive attempts to maintain an oligarchic closure in the eighteenth century. 20 overt hostility towards craft guilds seems to have emerged in the course of the seventeenth century at the very latest. 21 We therefore need to establish the course of events between the ''takeover'' of Antwerp in the ''long sixteenth century'' and the definitive transformation of the corporative structures in the second half of the eighteenth century, when mercantile and industrial elites had joined forces in their ''crusade'' against corporative privilege.
L A B O U R -M A R K E T REG ULAT IO N
Labour-market regulation has often been understood as the determining feature of the craft guilds. One particularly important aspect of the overall system was to limit the ratio of apprentices and journeymen employed by master craftsmen. As Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly have argued, regulations about the number of journeymen per master resulted from specific labour relations within different sectors. At least in the export industries (especially textiles), merchants and small masters often joined efforts to limit workshop size. Merchants typically tried to prevent competition from large masters and, at the same time, to maintain networks of small masters available for their ''putting-out'' systems to operate. In the southern Netherlands, however, this strategy did not prevail in the long term. 23 Large masters, who strived for large numbers of employees, often successfully deregulated restrictions on workforce size. Good examples of this have been found in the trade of cloth dressing and the silk industry. As a result, small masters often experienced the risk of having to work directly for large masters as piece workers, as is demonstrated by the fortunes of many linen weavers in the seventeenth century. 24 The decline of the craft guilds, from this perspective, would be related to concentration of production. 25 However, the strategies of the small guild-based masters entailed more than simply restricting the size of workshops. Nor should small and large masters always be seen as mutual rivals. Guild-based masters, both small and large, could often be seen rallying support for craft ideals against the entry of merchants into their ranks. In the sixteenth century, admittedly, restrictions on workshop size were significantly relaxed. 26 In 1477, for example, the Guild of Shoemakers stipulated that masters were permitted to manage only one workbench and one stall.
27 By 1600, it was ruled that masters could employ up to six journeymen, in addition to their own children. 28 In another example, in 1497 the Guild of Cabinetmakers ruled that a master could employ only one journeymen and one apprentice, 29 but by 1519, after initial suggestions that masters might employ ''ten, twelve or even more workers'', negotiations finally confirmed that up to six workers -including an apprentice -could actually be employed by a single master. 30 Even this limit was easily circumvented afterwards.
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Given the economic expansion of the sixteenth century, it is easy to imagine that craft guilds adapted their regulations pragmatically to a changed reality. In other guilds, however, this pragmatic adaptation seems to have been unnecessary, as was the case with the pewterers. In 1442 pewterers were allowed to have two apprentices and only one stall (kraam), 32 and these rules remained fundamentally unchanged thereafterperhaps as a result of the determining influence of merchants or mercers in the trade. In trades such as the gold and silversmiths and the tailors on the other hand, corporate prohibitions on the employment of journeymeneven unfree journeymen -were absent altogether. 33 In my opinion, at least after 1585, regulation of workshop size was not the primary focus. The above-mentioned ordinance of the pewterers in 1442, for example, also stipulated that master pewterers were allowed to sell only their own wares on stalls. 34 Could protecting master status from sub-contracting or the threat of a possible separation of production and retail perhaps have been more important? In most trades, in any case, the ceilings on employment that came into existence between the end of the fifteenth century and the end of the sixteenth century were not challenged thereafter. 35 Was labour perhaps too scarce in the seventeenth and the first half of the eighteenth centuries, especially skilled labour?
Even in the textile and construction sector, where discussions about this issue did re-emerge, 36 the precise nature of the challenge remains unclear. In 1756, following their merger with the Guild of Carpenters, the cabinetmakers complained about the number of journeymen that carpenters would often engage. In this merged guild, the maximum permitted ratio of directly employed workers was raised from six to twelve per master, but some carpenters circumvented even this. 37 The main point of contention between these groups, however, did not relate specifically to workshop size. Rather, the problem seems to have been that carpenters had developed a tradition of hiring cabinetmakers' journeymen and apprentices during production peaks, depriving these masters of their workforce. 38 The absence of prolonged conflict over the regulations governing garment industry restrictions on workshop size were rare. For the hosiery makers and the tailors, there is evidence that masters employed unfree workers, who sewed from their own homes; Deceulaer, Pluriforme patronen, pp. 109, 137, 144-145, 300. workforce size may have been attributable in part to the presence of more pragmatic alternatives, such as subcontracting and Kaufsystems, if not to the absence of regulation altogether. From the seventeenth century on, in any case, most guilds seem to have been preoccupied with other concerns. A regulation that did exist (and was continued) in most craft guilds, was the one regarding the maximum number of new apprentices. In 1477 the Guild of Shoemakers ruled that small masters could hire only one apprentice at the time. 39 Once again, by about 1600, this ruling had been relaxed. Henceforth, small masters could hire one apprentice every year, so that two apprentices could work in each workshop (as apprenticeship terms lasted two years). 40 A similar trend existed with the Guild of Cabinetmakers. In 1497 they proposed, as the length of apprenticeship in this craft was three years, that an individual master could hire a new apprentice every three years. 41 In 1606, it was ruled that every master could hire a new apprentice from the moment the latter had served one year and nine months of the two-year apprenticeship. 42 With this relaxation of the rules, the turnover of apprentices increased, suggesting either that masters wanted to expand the supply of available journeymen or that large entrepreneurs and merchants wished to enlarge the number of masters.
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After 1600, however, no further rulings concerning either the number of apprentices or the length of their apprenticeship term were issued in most trades. 44 In this case, the progressive disinterest in new labour-market regulations was due not to the presence of options other than increasing workshop size (or the lack of power among groups that had an interest in regulating workshop size -for instance journeymen, cf. infra) but to the fact that workshops rarely reached the maximum size in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In the Coopers' Guild, for example, between the end of the sixteenth century and the final decades of the eighteenth century, the number of new apprentices declined both in absolute numbers and in relation to masters. Over this period, the ratio of new apprentices to new masters fell from more than four to one to approximate parity. 45 Similar trends have been identified for the shoemakers in Brussels, where the relative number of new 39. CAA, GT 4112, 3 December 1477, fo. 39r ff, arts 16 and 33; GT 4112bis, p. 50 (copy). 40. CAA, GT 4112, 24 November 1603, fos 86v-87v; GT 4112, 30 January 1606, fos 94v-95r. 41. CAA, GT 4334, fo. 1ff; GT 4335, 14 June 1497, fo. 2v. The gold and silversmiths had a similar rule in 1524; CAA, GT 4488, fo. 115r, 24 November 1524, art. 8. 42. CAA, GT 4334, fos 56v-58v; GT 4335, 20 November 1606, 73v ff. 43. In 1497 a master was not allowed to hire a new apprentice when he agreed to acquit the contract of the apprentice he had. This implies that the maximum number of apprentices regulated the number of new journeymen or (more likely) the number of new masters, instead of, for instance, the quality of training. 44. There were of course exceptions, for example in the silk industry, where journeymen and small masters protested against masters engaging more apprentices than allowed (two in their case) in 1684. Thijs, Van ''werkwinkel'' tot ''fabriek'', p. 400. 45. CAA, GT 4183, GT 4184 and GT 4185, account books of the Coopers' Guild. apprentices declined from five per new master in the early decades of the seventeenth century to one per new master in the second half of the eighteenth century (the total number of new masters being rather stable).
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In the craft guilds examined in this article, the relatively short durations of apprenticeships (two or three years in most cases) were conducive to a high turnover of apprentices only in theory. The possible turnover remained unrealized in most crafts. Between 1711 and 1790, for example, there was an average of at least thirty master pewterers and plumbers -forming one guild -who were economically active in Antwerp. Each master was allowed to engage two apprentices with an apprenticeship period lasting two years in all. 47 In 80 years, then, they could theoretically hire up to 2,400 apprentices, but in practice they only employed a total of 255. 48 Shoemakers, who prescribed apprenticeship periods of two years and no more than one apprentice per master at once, 49 could theoretically hire about 68 apprentices per year (as an average of 136 masters paid annual dues); yet they registered only 14 apprentices a year on average between 1765 and 1793.
50
In theory, this could mean that there was a lack of work, but in practice Antwerp, or rather some guild-based industries in Antwerp, seem to have ceased to appeal to unskilled youths wanting to learn a trade. After 1585 guild masters devised a range of strategies to cope with a lack of appeal. A decrease in the number of apprentices might coincide with a parallel increase in the number of masters' sons learning their fathers' trades. 51 In Antwerp this strategy is not discernible, as the trend was to register only the eldest son -the one destined to succeed the father -as an apprentice. 52 However, it can be argued that craft guilds adopted inclusive strategies.
First, the period of indenture was relatively short in Antwerp, being typically two years in length (longer than four years was exceptional). Second, master pieces did not become more complicated in the early modern period. On the contrary, the master trial of the cabinetmakers evolved from three pieces (two different cabinets and a table) in 1497 to one (a sideboard) in 1543. 53 Carpenters first had to make a master piece as a prospective journeyman and then another as a prospective master, but the first trial ceased to be required in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 54 And whereas tinsmiths in 1523 first had to make the mould to cast their pot, they could borrow one from the guild in 1705. 55 In addition to becoming simpler, moreover, the master piece became cheaper. In the 1740s, for example, the Guilds of Cabinetmakers and of Coopers compensated for their higher fees by prescribing a less ornate master piece. The new pieces required cheaper raw materials and less time to produce and were easier to sell as well. 56 Third, and most importantly, financial barriers were kept as low as possible. The increases to registration and admission fees during the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were involuntary. 57 Most craft guilds actually introduced a range of measures to attract new apprentices and masters. Increased registration fees, for example, could later be deducted from the admission fee for guild membership, thus preserving the incentive to become a master, at least for regular apprentices. The cabinetmakers were the most radical here. 58 As early as 1497 the registration fee (to be paid by new apprentices) could be deducted from the admission fee (to be paid by new masters). In addition, those who had completed their apprenticeship were prohibited from engaging in any other trade. On this subject I disagree with Peter Stabel, who claims that guilds in late medieval Flanders were relatively open institutions, but that they tended to restrict access when they became increasingly focused on luxury industries and urban and regional supply from the sixteenth century onward; Stabel, ''Guilds in Late Medieval Flanders' ', pp. 194-196. 58 . Perhaps successfully as their total number of apprentices did approach the limit. With an apprenticeship duration of two years, a maximum of one apprentice per master (with the stipulation that the second could be hired after one year and nine months; CAA, GT 4334, fos 56v-58v; GT 4335, 20 November 1606, 73v ff) and an average of 16 masters paying annual dues, cabinetmakers could hire 460 apprentices between 1691 and 1760. The total number actually hired was 412. 59. CAA, GT 4334, fos 1-5v; GT 4335, 14 June 1497 (copy).
As a rule, when the entrance fees were raised in the following two centuries, registration fees rose more (in relative terms) than admission fees did, and the same principle (of being deductible from the entrance fee later on) applied. 60 In the first half of the eighteenth century, after a complaint that their apprentices left the workshops of cabinetmakers to work for carpenters and thus ''abandoned the registration fee'', the registration fee for cabinetmakers was raised to 21 guilders, but upon becoming a master, 18 guilders of the admission fee might be waived. 61 Other craft guilds compensated for rising fees by simultaneously discontinuing the compulsory provision of ''treats'', such as paying for common meals or by accepting a cheaper master piece for qualification as a master. In the eighteenth century, the traditional requirement that new masters provide meals for guild members was for instance discontinued among the Antwerp carpenters and cabinetmakers, tinsmiths, plumbers, and tanners. 62 It is not always clear whether guilds intended to be inclusive toward new masters or new journeymen. My hypothesis would be that it depended on the labour relations in the trade and the power structure within the guilds, but more research is needed here. In some guilds, in any case, the increased prevalence of sons of current masters on the lists of new masters was the result not of ''corporatist strategies'' but of structural problems relating to the reproduction of ''mastership'' itself. 63 In the Guild of Tanners in Antwerp, for example, the increased proportion of masters' sons qualifying as masters seems to have been a function of the total decline in the number of new apprentices after the 1750s. As the very last apprentice was registered in November 1759, some thirty-five years before the abolition of the guild, there must have been a shortage of prospective masters. The Tanners' Guild in Mechelen on the other hand, drastically reduced the registration fees for apprentices who agreed to work as journeymen only (and not as masters) in 1775. Two years later the ban on hiring unfree journeymen was lifted. 64 These measures arose from the need for a sufficient number of skilled journeymen per master. In both cases, craft guilds exuded insufficient appeal, as reflected in a shortage of new apprentices who would later become either free journeymen or masters.
From this perspective, the abolition of corporative regulations should be re-examined. There are reasons to believe that the ordinance of 9 February 1784, which effectively abolished all restrictions on the number of journeymen a master could employ, had little impact in reality. 65 The increase in the number of dispensations granted on apprenticeship terms (especially from the beginning of the eighteenth century onwards 66 ) was perhaps attributable more to the practical limitations on the supply of apprentices overall than as a systematic attempt to undermine the institution per se. The problem was not that the workshops of some masters gradually grew larger and larger but the lack of skilled, or rather ''qualified'', labour. After all, in 1738 in Antwerp, only 722 official apprentices were registered (barely 1.3 per cent of the population of 55,000). 67 Comparing this share with sixteenth-century London, where about 10 per cent of the population consisted of apprentices, 68 reveals that the situation on the labour market was totally different in Antwerp (at least after 1585). The question then is why Antwerp craft guilds lost their appeal.
D I S T I N G U I S H I N G A P P R E N T I C E S H I P S
All this does not necessarily mean that the role of the apprenticeship system diminished. In recent research, apprenticeship is seen to have stimulated masters to invest in training and to have enhanced product quality. 69 In Antwerp, the application of such a hypothesis remains inconclusive, but it does seem that, in the long run, economic elites at least lost interest in utilizing the apprenticeship system for these reasons. By the middle of the eighteenth century, most master carpenters actually tried to dismantle the terms of the apprenticeship system. They attracted ''unfree'' journeymen (those who had not completed a formal period of apprenticeship), who were not only known to work for lower wages but, moreover, were also perceived as being better trained than many of their qualified counterparts. 70 The situation was similar in the textile sector, where specialists were often attracted from abroad to train local journeymen in cotton printing. 71 In the Guild of Cloth Dressers, immigrant artisans were actually paid more than local journeymen in 1606, suggesting that apprenticeship was an obsolete mechanism for training in a craft. 72 Since masters preferred that their workers were familiar with a broad range of state-of-the-art techniques, the diverse experiences of unqualified journeymen, ''shopping'' from master to master and town to town, seems to have been preferable and more convenient. 73 Sometimes the rules governing apprenticeship were supported, not by masters but by journeymen. For qualified journeymen, apprenticeship provided an opportunity to exclude unlicensed workers and thereby to defend their own wages and employment opportunities. This depended, however, on the so-called ''right of preference'', which prevented masters from hiring workers who did not complete an apprenticeship term and guaranteed a minimum wage for those who did. 74 This rule existed only in very specific guilds, however, typically those with large numbers of journeymen. 75 Only in these guilds did apprenticeship relate to labour market entrance. In other guilds, the apprenticeship system was important only for masters. In the absence of a right of preference (i.e. in all guilds examined in this article except that of the carpenters), the apprenticeship system did not define who could become a journeymen but who could become a master.
In general, the problem was not that there were too many apprentices on the shopfloor, but rather that registered apprentices were absent from their primary workplace, and were working at other locations, either on their own account or directly for non-guild-based entrepreneurs. 76 Whether the output of masters was sold in its entirety to a single merchant was not an issue, nor was the practice of several journeymen, or even fauxcompagnons, working at the same workshop. The point was that products had to be made under the supervision of a regular master and that only masters could employ apprentices and journeymen.
77 Above all, it had to be clear who could call himself ''master''. Several very important regulations, introduced ostensibly for other reasons, were issued to distinguish masters from faux-maîtres. Masters were forbidden, for example, to found companies, as this would enable them to regulate unfree or illegal entrepreneurs. 78 In order to prevent the realization of such scenarios, masters were even obliged to reside in the premises they worked in, and furthermore, were also denied the opportunity to open shops outside their own houses. 79 For the same reason, free and unfree journeymen were sometimes allowed to work for a master only when they lived or at least worked directly on his premises.
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The role of the ''master piece'' can be better understood from this perspective too. In theory, the systematic testing of skills and proficiencies at the end of the term of craft employment did allow the skill of the September 1688, fos 33r-33v (gold and silversmiths). 80. CAA, GT 4002, 22 November 1574, fo. 65r (gold and silversmiths). See also GT 4485, nr. 3, fo. 14v; GT 24 November 1603, fos 86v-87v; GT 4112, 30 January 1606, fos 94v-95r (shoemakers). In other occasions this seems to have been allowed. In 1497 a master cabinetmaker could explicitly employ his journeymen ''inside or outside his house''; CAA, GT 4334, fo. 1ff; GT 4335, 14 June 1497, fo. 2v. The same was ruled for the ebony workers in 1621: CAA, GT 4334, fos 65r-66v; GT 4335, 28 April 1621, 83v ff, art. 9. And large master entrepreneurs among the hosiery makers commissioned work to non-guild based artisans who worked from their own premises; Deceulaer, Pluriforme patronen, pp. 144-145. practitioner to be audited and indeed regulated, but in practice it seems to have been more instrumental in serving another aim. In the southern Netherlands, the requirement for the production and certification of master pieces was established somewhat belatedly between the late fifteenth and early seventeenth centuries.
81 Even after they had been established, moreover, guild officials could often, according to the specialized training the prospective master had acquired, prescribe a specific ad hoc test. This was the case, for instance, with the Guild of Diamond Cutters in 1582, the Guild of Gold and Silversmiths in 1524, and the Guild of Cabinetmakers in 1543. 82 This suggests that the testing criteria were not intended to exclude workers who could not reach very strict quality standards.
Besides, the requirement to produce a master piece was not in itself designed to test the skills of journeymen, but was intended to test the skills of the masters only -except, significantly, when free journeymen were distinguished from unfree ones. 83 This meant, of course, that apprenticeships did not produce technical knowledge, but in fact addressed the authority to supervise and organize the work process. Adding to this the fact that prospective masters enjoyed promotion almost without exception, reveals that the creation of a labour-market monopsony -perhaps linked to a certain familiarity with product standards -was indeed more important than the transfer of skills.
In my view, the master piece requirement served to exclude groups who wanted access to skilled labour without having first acquired such skills themselves -namely large merchants. 84 The central problem was that large merchants or illegal entrepreneurs tried to become masters without having learned the trade. They might register as apprentices in the guild's books, or they could use the trademarks and/or the names of regular masters to legalize their work. 85 to a complaint about apprenticeship being neglected by requiring a more difficult master piece instead of formulating additional rules about apprenticeship itself. 86 The master piece served to prevent merchants or other faux-maîtres employing unfree journeymen or other workers legally themselves, instead of subcontracting work to masters. Without strict adherence to apprenticeship regulations, they could even employ masters directly, reducing them to mere piece workers.
When the requirement for masters to produce a trial piece still failed to prevent merchants or faux-maîtres from gaining access to qualified workers, something more coercive was introduced. Guild boards thereafter required apprentices to live directly on their masters' premises. Wherever this obligation appeared in guild ordinances it reflected an attempt to address problems of illegal work and to define the status of the apprentices at issue. 87 It served to prevent the fictitious apprenticeships of merchants or faux-maîtres, who tried to circumvent master status by becoming masters themselves without actually serving as an apprentice. 88 Another measure that served to prevent this was a maximum age for apprentices, which was, for example, discussed by the gold and silversmiths in the eighteenth century. 89 Rather than emanating from paternalistic concerns, the obligation for apprentices to board and the prohibition for adults to register as an apprentice served to defend master status and to distinguish legal from illegal workers.
In sum, craft guilds defined carefully and precisely who was entitled to manufacture products, to have access to skilled labour, and to use the collective trademarks. The central issue is the link between the (legitimization of the) masters' labour-market monopsony on the one hand and the (construction of) product quality on the other. Guild-based trademarks signalled that a product was manufactured by or under the close supervision of an artisan operating legally inside a specific city, i.e. by a guild member who had completed his official training. In what measure the guilds actually succeeded in providing better products is, however, open to question. Since a supply of skilled labour for many products could also be acquired on a free market outside the guilds, from ''footloose'' labourers and migrants, the purported higher quality of guild-based products was not necessarily apparent at all times. This would in any case be impossible to determine, as product quality cannot be measured objectively. From an economic perspective, objectification of ''quality'' takes place through mathematical equation of supply and demand via the ''price-mechanism'', but cultural standards and beliefs of course ''precede'' the price mechanism. 90 That is why marketing, the use of quality labels and the like, can influence prices. Applied to the craft guilds, it becomes clear that the apprenticeship system was focused on certifying (i.e. objectifying) the quality of the skills to be applied rather than on guaranteeing product quality as such.
The formal apprenticeship system not only created a labour-market monopsony and a concomitant distinction between masters and fauxmaîtres but also led to a distinction between ''qualified'' and ''unqualified'' products. Without necessarily being able to make a verifiable difference between the qualitative variations of final products, craft guilds tried to define the standards by which ''quality'' could and should be measured. Ultimately, it was the master's ''quality'' that guaranteed product quality, but, as with product quality, this cannot be measured objectively.
Q U A L I T Y S T A N D A R D S A T W O R K
Conventions objectifying the quality of labour and products can best be defined, whether from the viewpoint of employees or customers, as ''mutual expectations concerning the competency and behaviour of others''. 91 Such conventions themselves are based on general perceptions about fairness and the common good, 92 which means that craft guilds defined product quality and human competency in relation to the cultural standards of the time. With regard to the social construction of quality, then, it is important to first identify the specific qualities and competencies that were defined and certified by the guilds.
Product quality was highly variable. In the (late) sixteenth century, the emphasis had shifted from a market where standardized mass production was the norm to one where luxury products, exhibiting a higher added value, were much more in demand. Especially during the period of the Counter Reformation, product forms became more complex, resulting in uncertainty about product quality. As artistic influence took precedence over strictly mechanical skills, established forms of product certification and existing patterns of consumer loyalty came under increasing pressure. In this context, guild-based masters had to develop new criteria to measure product quality and, at the same time, to legitimize their own unique claim to the authentication of such standards. Why should a master shoemaker within Antwerp, for example, be paid more for a pair of shoes than a craft shoemaker operating outside the city walls? Why indeed should a master silk weaver, working for a merchant, earn more per piece for operating within his own dwelling than working for a large master (as a piece worker) on the latter's premises?
The response of the guild boards to such issues was of course inevitably vested in the often arbitrary concept of ''craftsmanship''. Yet the guilds' strategies to ''guarantee'' product quality do not mirror the socalled skill-enhancing function of apprenticeship. In practice, rather than check whether a product exhibited a high level of craft skill as such, inspections were undertaken by deacons or elders in order to warrant whether the materials used were of the proper quality. In the Shoemaker's Guild, for example, the leather used was checked to see if it had been properly tanned. In other guilds, the deacons or elders considered whether the silver employed was of a suitably high carat, whether the tin did not contain too much lead, and whether the proper wood had been used. 93 Trademarks were supposed to make distinctions between the different grades of raw materials employed. Silver and tin ware bore different marks according to the composition of the alloy, 94 furniture according to the wood used, 95 and leather according to the piece of skin being tanned.
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Hides tanned outside the city walls of Antwerp, and thereafter imported for subsequent processing therein, carried a differentiated trademark to distinguish their source location and thus differentiate them from leathers tanned inside the city. 97 High quality English tinware would bear the mark of the ''Tudor Rose'', whereas the equivalent tinware from Antwerp, albeit only slightly inferior in grade, had to be marked with an Antwerp rose instead. In fact, each time another grade of alloy was allowed, another mark would have to be created in order to distinguish it from the ''qualities'' of other rival products.
98
Even within the same guild, every ''quality level'' had its own authentication mark. The Guilds of Shoemakers and Tanners, Gold and Silversmiths, and Pewterers and Plumbers had several marks, each referring to a different grade of raw material employed. So just as the existence of apprenticeship did not, as such, validate the claim to the possession of superior levels of skill, warranting goods by the use of trademarks did not in itself guarantee a superior product -trademarks first of all served to distinguish one product quality from the other. In Antwerp both a ''hand'' and a ''fortress'' were typically used as a seal of approval, for example by the shoemakers and the pewterers and plumbers, respectively. 99 Consequently, trademarks should not be assumed to be the result of more product standardization. The use of trademarks rather signals the increasing de facto absence of quality standardization. These marks were supposed to ''objectify'' or ''fix'' product quality by distinguishing one product from another. 100 In doing so, trademarks guaranteed the honesty of the craftsmen that used them, not their technical abilities.
At the same time, guild-based masters tried to cultivate a better image for their manual skills on a representational level. Displayed proudly during processions, the livery of their ''blazons'' often depicted their tools or products -as a reference to the primacy of their skills. 101 In order to understand this adequately, we should consider the cultural context these artisans worked in. There are signs of a growing dichotomy between conception and execution, which could help to explain, in the absence of other decisive changes within the labour market, why the guilds perpetuated the image of ''craftsmanship''. It is well known that the liberal arts were traditionally valued much more highly than manual skills were, but around 1600 another distinction seems to have come to the fore. Some craftsmen, especially painters and sculptors, began to pursue the prestige of ''men of letters''. From the sixteenth century onwards, Antwerp painters started to depict themselves even within their own self-portraits without tools. The Guild of Stonemasons, furthermore, no longer wished to be associated with bricklayers within the confines of a single guild. They too wished to distance themselves from the image of simplistic and primitive manual work.
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practice changed drastically as a result of attempts to mechanize intellectual capacities and to reduce practical knowledge. This tendency did not result in a natural science applied to certain techniques, but in a practical science (science pratique) concerning the conception and production of artefacts. Gradually, therefore, not only liberal arts but also artistic and designing skills seem to have prevailed over operational skills.
The first guild to be abolished on 20 March 1773 was the Guild of Saint Luke. 104 At that time, the trade had already faced competition from the Antwerp ''Académie Royale des Arts de la Peinture et Sculpture'' for over a century. The art academy, the first of its kind in the southern Netherlands, was established in 1663 and was modelled after the example of the ''Académie des Beaux-Arts de Paris'', which is associated with the rise of the classicist style. 105 The official idea was to give the art sector a boost, 106 but the academy was founded in an age of transformations in the field of tension between conception and execution. For classicist and even baroque artists, design had indeed become more important than in the past. 107 At the same time, there seems to have been an increasing difference between high-level and lowlevel artists. While the former continued to be responsible for conception and execution -their ''manner'' or ''style'' became even more important -the latter were doomed to copy or to paint standardized pieces inspired by the work of others. 108 Most artisans suffered from an increasing tension between art and handicraft. While the Guild of St Luke did not distinguish between arts and handicraftsas carvers, gilders, and bookbinders were not distinguished from painters and sculptors -designing skills were clearly distinguished from operational skills when the art academy was founded.
The conflict between operational skills on the one hand and designing or intellectual skills on the other is best illustrated according to the respective value of academic knowledge and practical skills in the medical sector. With the establishment of the Antwerp Medical College at the beginning of the seventeenth century, 109 academic physicians increasingly dominated the guild-based surgeons and pharmacists. By presenting their profession as being superior to that of more basic guild practitioners, they tried to expand their control over the prescription of treatment and medicines. Guild-based craftsmen, by this view, should only produce medicines and implement cures that had been diagnosed and prescribed by their professional superiors. 110 The craft guilds reacted to this potential loss of professional autonomy by seeking to emphasize the continuing importance of their practical skills. This became a central bone of contention in discussions concerning the form of examinations that prospective surgeons should pass for graduation at the Collegium Medicum. 111 The Deacons of the Guild of Surgeons stressed the importance of manual dexterity and the more applied aspects of their craft, competencies that should also be apparent even within the confines of the oral examination. They considered that theoretical training at college was largely unnecessary because, in their view, only practical experience could provide the necessary competencies.
112 Similar arguments surfaced with the gold and silversmiths, who claimed that ''it is sure that the years of apprenticeship are equal to [the time spent at] schools for the sciences''.
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Not coincidentally, the only guild that really thrived in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was the Mercers' Guild, known as an organization of faiseurs de rien, vendeurs de tout. It is important to note that Antwerp at that time evolved from a ''fashion maker'' into a ''fashion taker'', causing major difficulties for the ''traditional'' luxury sectors. The import of especially French products went hand in hand with the economic success of a group of retailers, selling products made and conceived elsewhere.
114 Increasingly, then, craft guilds centred on purely manual craft came into conflict with guilds more focused on retailing and on developing conceptual skills and broader tertiary specializations. 115 Significantly, the choice of a certain type of master piece within each of the guilds was itself highly arbitrary. As a rule, the prescribed task usually consisted of manufacturing a piece that was currently produced within the trade. While the submission of a final master piece was not required for journeymen and remained obligatory only for masters, individual competencies needed to run a business, such as book-keeping, were not tested. Moreover, several non-manual trades, such as the Guilds of Mercers and Second-Hand Dealers, did not require an examination at all.
In my opinion, therefore, a master piece -in addition to excluding illicit entrepreneurs -served to emphasize the continuing importance of the manual skills employed by guild members. The emphasis on the chef d'oeuvre demonstrates that guild-based artisans were not only seeking to counter their loss of autonomy over the production process, but also to counter the diminution of the importance of their manual skills. For guild members, the definition of high quality remained the province of the skilled craftsmen making the manufactures with their own hands. Inextricably bound up with this image was the fear of the influx of inferior products, either flooding in from the country or produced within the city itself. 116 This brings us to the city context. Understanding how socio-economic and ideological factors are interwoven requires linking the material environment in which the actors operated with the ''discourses'' they mobilized. As was the case in Amsterdam, the discourse of the guild-based artisans created a distinction between urban-based artisans and unqualified outsiders. 117 Masters regarded and pictured themselves as paternal ''breadwinners'', taking care of a wider family of workers and apprentices, and faithfully bearing the burdens and responsibilities of both their cities and their guilds. Not coincidentally, the guild and the city were explicitly linked in several coats of arms used by Antwerp guilds, such as the fishmongers and the butchers, which featured the image of the typical rhomboid-shaped fortress with the four towers. The Guild of Butchers had miniature hands upon the flags of the coats of arms, again an oblique reference to Antwerp (Figure 2) . 118 To legitimize their ''privileged'' status economically, craft guilds associated the common good of the city with high product quality. The keystone of the guilds' signage and ''livery'' consisted primarily of trademarks, which also explicitly referred to the specific town or city where the guilds were based -as was for example the case with the ''crowned hand'' of the gold and silversmiths. It was therefore no coincidence that most guild ordinances included the obligation for masters also to become burghers of the city in question.
A C H A N G I N G P E R C E P T I O N O F G U I L D S ?
Societies are invariably structured according to the perceived capacities of their members. Skills, competences, and thus ''qualities'', are inevitably linked to the cultural and symbolic aspects of the surrounding society. In the early modern urban context, the system of hallmarks embedded the product in a collective culture of reliable confrères, who were themselves seen as forming the backbone of an urban community based on craftsmanship. Therefore, the seal of approval was intrinsically a collectively recognized symbol. Personalized markings, often in the form of personal initials or abstract symbols, were secondary at best. In that respect, the traditional view of guilds as focused on the reproduction of a culturally legitimized ordre social, is understandable. ''Corporatism'' in a way corresponded with craft guilds creating a labour-market monopsony and a distinction between guild members and outsiders based on product quality.
As we have seen above, it was no coincidence that in the aforementioned statute of 9 February 1784, only the labour market was ''liberalized''. Apart from resistance from some of the better organized journeymen, such as the hatters, the edict did not cause much trouble -most masters even seem to have welcomed it. 119 The elimination of product monopolies, which the central government only ventured into rather reluctantly, 120 however, was seen to be much more important than any formal deregulation of the labour market. In the end, however, the craft guilds' sophisticated strategies failed. Inspection of the probate inventories in Antwerp by Bruno Blondé and Carolien de Staelen has revealed the growing importance of smaller and cheaper silverware in the domestic interiors of Antwerp. This shift occurred at the expense of the traditional items that local gold and silversmiths were renowned for producing. By the first half of the eighteenth century, silver plates and beakers -typically bearing trade marks -were replaced by spoons, forks and salt tubs. 121 As the guilds were oriented towards providing higher quality and more expensive products, this shift towards ''populuxe goods'' created major difficulties. As early as the 1970s scholars such as Joan Thirsk had defined the initial development of a ''consumer society'' in terms of a widening range of products and a greater diversity of forms of production. 122 More recently, it has been argued that both the continuing lack of standardization and the proliferation of different types of goods available had a profound impact on the type of information needed by merchants and indeed upon the ''mysteries'' of the trade. 123 Changes in consumer preference thus called for specific strategies to regulate product quality on the supply side. One possibility would have been to broaden the definition of product quality and to classify the output in order to target diverse groups of buyers, thus ''finding value in diversity'', as the papermakers did in eighteenth-century France. 124 In creating ever new quality marks, the Antwerp craft guilds obviously tried this as well, but in the long run they were not able to answer the new challenge.
In fact, the two most important strategies of the craft guilds were both undermined. First, the ''quality'' of the raw material mattered less to customers than before. In the eighteenth century, for example, the Antwerp diamond cutters were obliged to specialize in more general production, such as a more simple and standardized kind of jewellery (pieces formed in the shape of small roses). 125 In the gold and silversmiths' trades, new lathes and presses emerged that were used to produce series of small items. 126 Gradually, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the general output of the gold and silversmiths shifted towards relatively cheap items such as earrings, pendants, snuff boxes, small crosses, and all kinds of cast gadgets ''which cannot be marked''.
127 Consequently, it is quite reasonable to imagine that retailers and customers alike were no longer influenced as much by the symbolic resonance of corporate trademarks.
Merchants, who had previously relied on the guilds to monitor product quality and police quality standards, had reason now to circumvent corporate regulations. Many merchants and suppliers even produced items which required different sorts of raw materials, such as ceramics and tin for making beakers, or leather and silver for belts. 128 In these cases, guild regulations concerning mastership -which were mostly limited to one sort of raw material -were violated almost automatically. Even in the sixteenth century, several entrepreneurs had already begun to employ apprentices and journeymen directly. With regard to the status of the Guilds of Silver and Goldsmiths, there are even signs, from the end of the sixteenth century on, that they had lost credibility not only amongst consumers but even within their own ranks. 129 Individual masters tended to circumvent the guild's prescriptions and produced ''false'' work. 130 Secondly, the capacity to invent or design a new product was becoming more important than the capacity to make it. By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, prospective masters usually produced their own final master piece on the basis of externally sourced existing drawings or models. 131 Whilst in 1523 trainee tinsmiths were still obliged to make an individual mould for their master piece themselves, by 1705 it was explicitly stated that the required copper moulds could be borrowed from the guild. 132 This does not, however, mean that the ability to create individual designs became unimportant, rather the reverse. 133 In Brussels, for instance, it remained important for master shoemakers to be able to make their own designs, not least because attractive designs were invariably associated with better wages. 134 In 1632, moreover, shoemakers in Mechelen were not allowed to use existing models to complete their final master piece at all: they had to make their own designs instead. 135 The difference between the carpenters, pewterers, and plumbers in Antwerp on the one hand and the shoemakers in Brussels and Mechelen on the other perhaps lies in the fact that the latter were not subject to the vagaries of putting-out systems -masters working autonomously being obliged to continue to create their own independent designs. 136 Many masters no longer worked independently in their own workshops. Rather, they were involved in wider networks coordinated by merchants or major contractors. 137 In such cases, they ceased to maintain complete control over the labour process. They only partially manufactured products, or even just assembled parts of them, which had themselves often been designed by others. 138 Or they perhaps supplied their pieces directly to a mercer or a retailer, who was himself responsible for the product's design. In both cases, product design was increasingly out of reach of guild members.
While apprenticeship contracts rarely included stipulations about designing skills as well, membership lists of several art academies in the southern Netherlands show the registration of large numbers of bricklayers, carpenters, silversmiths, and the like, all of whom wished to learn the basics of drawing.
139 It suggests that drawing and designing skills indeed became more important over time, and that guild-based mechanisms failed to provide them. In the art academy artisans not only learned ''the mother tongue of the labourer'', which was important, for example, in construction, but they could moreover profit from the skills and implied prestige of artists.
Summing up, the craft guilds' legitimizing strategies seem to have failed because merchants, mercers, and retailers no longer needed the guilds (or mastership), either for constructing and guaranteeing product quality or for the design of new products. Jean-Jacques Heirwegh, who extensively studied the actual abolition of the trades in the southern Netherlands, asserted that the enemies of the guilds only became successful once silk weavers, in contrast to women, still had to learn how to make patterns, and why, as a result, girls had to learn three years and boys five or six; Steidl, Auf nach Wien!, p. 251. merchants and their spokesmen obtained the support of the large, industrial entrepreneurs. 140 Yet this could only occur once the interests of merchants had first been divorced from the interests of guild-based masters.
In discussions about the guilds' privileges, there was already tension between the craft guilds' perception of the city as a closed and regulated environment on the one hand, and the merchants' view of a free and open urban environment on the other hand, long before the second half of the eighteenth century. In examples of litigation between the Guilds of Mercers and Silversmiths in the first half of the seventeenth century, members of the former guild proposed that Antwerp was no longer a closed city but an openbare koopstad (''open trade city''), just like Paris, Venice, London, and Lyon, where merchants could effectively buy and sell a vast range of commodities at will. 141 The craft guilds, largely as a means of defining and controlling product quality, remained wedded to the concept of a closed city.
Significantly, the conflict was about defining product quality as well as about the process of controlling mastership. Some mercers had begun to put silver on belts, which was considered to be a unique privilege of the Guilds of Goldsmiths and Silversmiths. Without being masters, these mercers circumscribed the guilds' labour-market monopsony and became directly involved in production, employing journeymen, apprentices, or all kinds of unfree workers themselves. The Guild of Goldsmiths legitimized their reaction by denigrating the inferior quality of the silver used by the mercers.
The most important field of tension was thus not the one between large and small masters but the one between masters on the one hand and merchants and retailers on the other. 142 Antwerp had inherited an ''ideology of commerce'' from its golden sixteenth century. Although industrial entrepreneurs realized an ''Indian summer'' after the closure of the Scheldt in 1585, this ideology seems to have prevailed in the seventeenth century both institutionally and ideologically 143 -most likely discrediting the guilds' claims.
Unfortunately we know very little about the real relationships and conflicts between industrial and mercantile elites. Nor do we fully understand their discourses and representations. It would be interesting, for example, to relate the separation of the interests of masters and mercantile elites to their views on the role of the city. As the success or failure of the craft guilds' strategy was highly dependent upon city walls, the Antwerp craft guilds continued to promulgate their values through local festivals and ritual celebrations, such as processions, festivals for patron saints, and the like, but they faced ever-growing state formation and a concomitant dwindling autonomy of cities. One hypothesis might be, therefore, that merchants and retailers, who used other means to distinguish their products, had other commitments than the common benefit of the city. Perhaps this helps to explain why guild-based masters in the end lost credibility. In any case, the extent to which craft guilds could defend their powers of regulation and monopoly was itself a product of how other social groups -customers, merchants, and retailers on the one hand and policy makers on the other -valued their overall economic contribution. And this was the battle that the craft guilds lost. Most objections to the guilds came from a ''learned culture'' of artists, economists, officials, lawyers, and writers, who did not hold handicraft work and its accompanying customs in high esteem. 144 When the Guild of Saint Luke was eventually abolished in 1773, the argument was that ''one cannot disagree on the indecency of confusing the liberal arts with the mechanical arts; the most learned pencil with the coarse brush of the worker who applies colours to a wall or a door''. 145 Handicraft work had lost all its appeal here, while artistic and intellectual skills -in the context of a classicist ideal emphasizing design -seem to have merged.
So it was not labour-market flexibility or industrial capitalism that proved to be fatal for the strategies of guild-based artisans; rather, it was the growing importance of cheaper, fashion-sensitive, and volume production in the context of the shift from the économie de l'offre to the économie de la demande. 146 Until the sixteenth century, the interests of merchants seem to have been compatible with the requirements of craft guilds. When the Guild of Diamond Cutters was established in 1582, merchants were supposed to support quality inspections and corresponding guild regulations. 147 By the seventeenth and especially the eighteenth century, however, Brabantine cities were confronted with increasing economic activity outside the formal town boundaries, as well as with increasing numbers of faiseurs de rien, vendeurs de tout within the city. In the 1770s, Antwerp had one retailer for every sixteen inhabitants. There were, furthermore, a multitude of peddlers who introduced newer and often cheaper products than their guild equivalents from outside. 148 In this context, masters could no longer defend the need for their terms of apprenticeship, nor their use of master pieces and trademarks. The traditional aura of the independent master became increasingly superfluous because innovation and product design, rather than manufacture and quality control, became the most important asset in the period. 149 The design of new products could easily be done by the merchants themselves, or could be contracted out to artists. 150 And concerning the provision of information to consumers, the centre of gravity shifted to the retailers, who functioned as ''mediators'' between products and consumers, providing information and advice about quality, as well as finishing and even designing products themselves. 151 From this perspective, the support for laissez-faire understandably coincided with pleas in favour of retailers (e.g. from Adam Smith). The craft guilds of Antwerp did not systematically resist the increasing concentration of capital and labour among a smaller number of large masters. Not only was subcontracting tacitly allowed, sometimes there simply was no ceiling on the number of journeymen per master. Even unfree journeymen could frequently work legally for a guild-based master. Nor did Antwerp craft guilds systematically exclude newcomers. It is true that they adhered strictly to the apprenticeship system, but understanding this system requires differentiating the entrance of new journeymen from the entrance of new masters.
For journeymen, apprenticeship systems could actually serve as a labour-market barrier, distinguishing between free and unfree journeymen, yet it did so only when a ''right of preference'' existed, which seems to have been rather exceptional. For masters, the principal purpose was not to reduce the number of new masters. At least after 1585, craft guilds adopted inclusive rather than exclusive strategies. Surprisingly, they were even inclusive towards new masters, suggesting that Kauf-or Verlagsystems were in place. Rather then being ''flooded'' by the labour market, in any case, most Antwerp craft guilds seem to have experienced a decline in their ability to attract newcomers, to the extent that the very reproduction of work force and masters was jeopardized.
The most important step towards the abolition of corporative regulations was not the liberty for masters to engage more journeymen and apprentices, or to engage unfree journeymen; it was the abolition of master status itself. Both the compulsory apprenticeship term and the master piece served to distinguish masters from merchants and to exclude non guild-based entrepreneurs. While the apprenticeship system distinguished ''legal'' from ''illegal'' work, non-guild-based entrepreneurs were invariably suspected of seeking to employ apprentices, journeymen, or even small masters directly as piece workers and thus to bypass ''mastership''. Compulsory master pieces were meant to prevent merchant-entrepreneurs from entering the trade. Even the obligation for apprentices to live on the premises of their masters should be understood from this perspective. It served to differentiate regular apprentices from those operating outside the guild -either because they worked directly for an illicit entrepreneur or simply because they were such an entrepreneur themselves.
Craft guilds thus created ''master status'', which in theory had two effects. First, master status installed a labour-market monopsony, preventing outsiders from using the available labour. In the light of possible labour-market shortages, it can hardly be a coincidence that trade ordinances repeatedly prevented outsiders from employing local workers. Second, defining master status defended the masters themselves against proletarianization. Without the existence of ''mastership'', many masters would simply have been reduced to being mere ''piece workers'' producing directly for merchants or large entrepreneurs -whether or not on their own premises.
From this perspective, the craft guilds' strategies can be understood from a socio-economic point of view, but things become more complicated when trying to understand how these regulations were legitimized. We therefore have to focus upon the product market. As they worked for wealthy people who appreciated status and prestige, most Antwerp guild masters examined here felt the need to present the acquisition of their own products as being prestigious and conveying high status. Guild-based masters and merchants alike were preoccupied with maintaining high levels of product quality, but for the masters, the superior quality of their products legitimized their exclusive status as master craftsmen, which was in turn related to skills. As joining the group required finishing an apprenticeship term and a master piece, the very group identity was related to skills. In reality however, the corresponding regulations guaranteed neither superior technical ability nor superior product quality as such. Journeymen could often work for guild-based masters without having finished an apprenticeship term, and in any case without having to produce a master piece. Moreover, inspections did not so much guarantee the skill or accuracy with which the final product was made but only warranted certain characteristics of the raw materials used in production. ''Seals of approval'' distinguished between different qualities of raw materials used and thereby ''fixed'' or ''objectified'' product quality by reducing it to one (invisible) element of the product. Declining standardization necessitated this, because product quality became increasingly difficult to assess for customers and thus complicated consumer confidence. For the certification of qualifications, however, it meant that the ''trustworthiness'' of masters was more important than their technical abilities.
In fact, the craft guilds' definition of skills reflected an important cultural dichotomy of the time. Craft guilds symbolically linked their status to the value of handicraft and manual skills, which had long been prestigious qualities among the urban middle layers of society. From the sixteenth century on, however, a certain tension between the manual and conceptual arts came to the fore: while many artists strove for recognition as ''intellectuals'', most artisans continued to emphasize the importance of their practical skills. As a result, a status based on skill was extremely tenuous. Along with the stress on the quality of the raw material, it seems to have been a successful strategy as long as the craft guilds targeted market segments with high purchasing power for luxury products. But in the long run this strategy led to their downfall.
It is not entirely clear when these changes got under way, but until the sixteenth century the dominant strategy of most merchants seems to have corresponded with the needs of the guild-based masters. Both groups were content to market their products based on the practical skills that went into producing them and the reliability of the ''content'' of the raw material. The shift in patterns of consumer spending in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, resulted in these groups having divergent interests. First, as the product market witnessed a proliferation of cheaper alternatives, the intrinsic appeal of many traditional products, in terms of raw materials and the related ''trustworthiness'', became less important. Second, while guilds continued to reiterate the importance of craft skills and, by default, undervalued design skills, consumer preferences led to an ever greater emphasis on novel design combined with affordability.
In Antwerp, the problem was not the growth of unregulated suburbs, but an increasing quantity of new imported products, especially from France. As a result, local producers first of all faced the competition of mercantile elites and retailers -both in reality and on a representational level. Current research clearly points to the success of retail as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries progressed (in Antwerp and elsewhere).
153 Unfortunately, the tensions between production on the one hand and trade or retail on the other are not well understood, but my hypothesis would be that merchant-entrepreneurs and large retailers increasingly circumvented guild regulations in two ways (apart from importing new products): first by directly employing apprentices, journeymen, or masters, and second by designing products themselvesperhaps also outsourcing product innovation to the ranks of an artistic community.
154
Another element that merits additional research is the stance towards the autonomy of cities. The nature of the apprenticeship system and the production of master pieces not only legitimized the masters' claim to superior product quality, it also linked their superior status to a specific urban context. In fact, the dependence of craft guilds on the idea of a closed city signified not only technical prowess but also commitment to the locality, represented by the appropriate trademark, a symbolic knot tying all reciprocal obligations together in a notional unity of producer and community. Further research could examine which changes occurred as a result of processes of state formation, and how they affected the perception of the guilds' claims.
On a representational level, in any case, guild products not only started to seem distinctly old-fashioned, guild strategies were being perceived as a regressive adherence to special pleading and privilege. Most craft guilds simply failed to cope with the gradual shift towards less expensive, more fashionable commodities. Consequently, the focus of attention should shift from economies of scale and labour market changes in the eighteenth century to discursive practices related to skills, competencies, and product quality in a long-term perspective. As appreciation of manual and practical 153. See n. 114. 154. Note also the growing (symbolic) importance of large masters -at the expense of the craft guilds -in De Munck, ''Construction and Reproduction''.
